FROM THE PASTOR: Nov. 22, 2009


Generally speaking, in both Christian and non-Christian spiritual usage, “contemplation” refers to a wordless, imageless “resting” in God’s presence.  In Ignatian prayer, by contrast, “contemplation” refers to a form of prayer which relies on active use of the imagination under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  This kind of “contemplation” accounts for about two-thirds to three-quarters of the prayer of the Spiritual Exercises, beginning with the “Second Week.”  When Ignatius instructs the retreatant to pray to “see Jesus more clearly, love him more dearly, and follow him more nearly,” the saint proposes a form of prayer which literally creates opportunities for those desires to be realized.  Let me walk you through an example, in case you want to try this at home (and I hope you will!)


Ignatian contemplation is based on Gospel scenes from the life of Christ.  For this guided example, I have chosen a brief scene which we heard as the Sunday Gospel not long ago – the healing of the blind man, Bartimaeus, in Mark 10:46-52.  In any type of prayer, Ignatius recommends that we begin by quieting ourselves, finding a posture that is comfortable but alert.  We then take a moment to recall that we are in God’s presence, asking for light and guidance, and turning ourselves over to God for the duration of the prayer.  The saint also counsels us, whenever we pray, to “ask for what we desire” – in this instance, to see, love, and follow Jesus.


We then begin by “reviewing the script” for this “imaginative movie” in our head.  We carefully read the Gospel story once or twice to get the “plot” straight in our minds and hearts.  In the Gospel we have chosen, Jesus is “on the move” with his disciples.  They are leaving the town of Jericho, accompanied by a considerable crowd of fans and curiosity seekers.  The blind man, Bartimaeus, sits begging by the road, and when he hears that Jesus of Nazareth is passing by, he begins to cry out, “Son of David, have pity on me!”  Some people in the crowd try to shush him, but he only cries out more loudly.  Jesus stops and calls Bartimaeus to him; and Jesus asks (as he so often does) what the blind man wants.  “Master, I want to see,” replies Bartimaeus.  Jesus heals him, and Bartimaeus “follows Jesus on the way.”  

Ignatius suggests as a next step what he called “composition of place.”  By this, he meant “setting the scene.”  If we go with my earlier image of co-creating (with the Spirit) an “imaginative movie” in our mind’s eye, then this step is “decorating the set.”  Allow (and trust!) the Spirit to guide you here.  What does the edge of Jericho look like?  Is the road dusty?  Where is Bartimaeus sitting in relation to the crowd?  What are the prinicipal characters – Jesus, Bartimaeus – wearing?  Are they tall?  Short?  Is the day hot and dry or cloudy and cool?  Is the mood excited?  Bored?  And so on…

Having become familiar with the “script”…  and having “dressed the set” and “rehearsed the scene” with your imaginary cast…  It is finally time to sit back and allow the movie to unfold in your mind and heart.  For this “main event” in the prayer, St. Ignatius suggests that we look at the players… that we listen attentively to what they say… that we watch what they do…  and that we learn/experience what we can….  

A key point: Ignatius intends that we be a part of the scene – that we actively enter in.  Where does the Spirit invite you to “take your place”?  Perhaps you are Bartimaeus himself.  Or perhaps you are Jesus, or one of the disciples.  Even if you are just an observer, at least see yourself as a bystander in the crowd.  Be present and take it all in… be open to interaction, involvement, dialogue…  Expect to “see” and “hear” details that the Spirit will reveal as special, particular gifts intended just for you.  (By the way, not everyone has a vivid visual imagination; some of us intuitives are more apt to catch the “feel” of the scene, the mood of the players, the relational “vibes,” etc.  That’s perfectly okay.  The Spirit works with each of us according to our own gifts and temperaments…)

And another key point: St. Ignatius wants us always to move from contemplation to conversation.  Having “been present” and attentive to the Gospel scene – or perhaps even while we are “taking part” in it – we are meant to engage in conversation with Jesus (and/or one of the disciples, and/or Bartimaeus himself, and/or our “neighbors” in the crowd).  “Why did you say and do that, Jesus?  What did you feel like when Jesus called to you, Bartimaeus?  Excuse me, sir or ma’am, but why did you try to shush the blind man?”  We are then to “reflect in order to draw some profit” from these things [Sp. Ex., #109].

Don’t feel silly about using your imagination – like you’re “making this up.”  Remember that God created your imagination, that the Spirit dwells in you, and that Jesus is alive.  Thus, in a very real sense, “we may understand the things freely given us by God” because “we have the mind of Christ” (I Cor. 2:12, 16).  One of the amazing things about this type of prayer is how much insight it provides for our own lives, even though we are not praying directly about ourselves.  Try it; you’ll like it!
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